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Abstract 
One of the key assumptions in the original model of proto-industries, formulated by Mendels, 
Kriedte, Medick and Schlumbohm, is that the size and composition of families were 
determined by the proto-industrial work process in which those families were involved. The 
family was considered to be the basic unit of production, and the larger this unit, i.e. the more 
children a family had, the better. Among other reasons, with more children, a certain division 
of labour could be established within the family. 
However, later studies showed that there were many alternatives to the family as the unit of 
production, and that a division of labour could not only be established within families, but 
also between families. Families could take up other people into their households to perform 
proto-industrial work, or individual family members could perform specific tasks for 
merchant-entrepreneurs (the Verlagsystem or putting-out). Another option was for family 
members to perform specific tasks within the production process, by exchanging the required 
raw materials and intermediate products independently, either at periodic markets or through 
informal contacts with other producers. 
The latter option is the topic of this paper. The paper considers the division of labour in the 
Flemish linen industry around the 1840s, based on the linen censuses that were held in that 
decade. For many Flemish households at that time, the linen industry was a crucial part of 
their coping mechanisms. The production process encompassed several different steps that 
gave rise to a clear division of labour, which had regional and gendered dimensions. Firstly, 
the paper shows that periodic markets were a crucial element in enabling the division of 
labour in rural industries. In the 1840s, the linen industry of rural Flanders relied on a limited 
number of large markets for the sale of cloth, the final product, but also on a dense network of 
smaller markets where flax and yarn were exchanged. Trade at the latter markets was small, 
but the number of them was quite large. Secondly, the paper also emphasises that by the 
1840s the importance of these small markets had expanded rather recently. Their 
establishment is linked to developments in relative prices and their effect on the existing 
informal exchange networks. As it became more difficult to make a living from spinning and 
weaving flax due to foreign competition and deteriorating terms of trade between linen 
products and agricultural products, the older, more informal exchange networks of 
commodities and labour between rural households also deteriorated. In response, the 
households that remained deeply involved in the linen industry relied more on formal 
exchange mechanisms such as markets, of which many were newly established between the 
1780s and 1830s. 
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Introduction 
 
Somewhere during the year 1843, Joseph De Vos, an inhabitant of the village of Sint-
Kornelis-Horebeke, in the south of East Flanders, sold a piece of linen cloth in the market of 
Oudenaarde.1 That was hardly an extraordinary event. This transaction was only one of more 
than 10 000 that were concluded throughout that year, according to the records kept by the 
town of Oudenaarde.2 For many inhabitants of the Flemish countryside, the domestic 
production of linen cloth was a crucial source of income.3 As a result, large amounts of linen 
cloth ended up in the towns, from where they were forwarded to their next destination by the 
merchants buying the cloth. Yet the trade volumes of the 1840s, although still substantial, 
were only a small part of what they had been. About twenty years earlier, in the mid-1820s, 
more than 23 000 pieces were still transacted every year at the market of Oudenaarde. By the 
1840s, the Flemish rural linen industry was clearly in decline. 
Before Jospeh De Vos sold his cloth in the market of Oudenaarde, the raw material it 
contained – the flax of which it was made – had already gone through a lengthy process of 
preparation and processing, involving a complex division of labour. It began in March 1843, 
when De Vos bought 49 pounds of flax in the market of Schorisse, a village bordering his 
own. The flax was heckled (by whom is unclear), resulting in 30 pounds of heckled flax 
which was spun by De Vos’ wife, turning it into warp yarn. Together with 14 pounds of weft 
yarn De Vos bought elsewhere, the weaver Petrus Hubau from the neighbouring village of 
Zegelsem was asked to weave it into cloth for a wage of 9 farthings (oorden) per ell. De Vos 
                                                 
1
 PUBLIC RECORDS OFFICE BEVEREN-WAAS (PROBE), Provincial archives East Flanders 1830-1850, 
3020: Sint-Kornelis-Horebeke. 
2
 W. RONSIJN, De donderdagmarkt van Oudenaarde, 1750-1900: een reconstructie van anderhalve 
eeuw prijzen en handelsvolume, in “Handelingen van de Geschied- en Oudheidkundige Kring van 
Oudenaarde”, 49, 2012, pp. 3-45. 
3
 C. VANDENBROEKE, Proto-industry in Flanders: a critical review, in European proto-
industrialization, S.C. OGILVIE, M. CERMAN eds., Cambridge 1996, pp. 102-117; ID., De proto-
industriële en de industriële ontwikkeling van België in het kader van de internationale historiografie, 
in “Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Filologie en Geschiedenis”, 63, 1985, 2, pp. 310-323. 
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also paid a comb maker for renting a comb. When finished, Hubau delivered a piece of cloth 
of 102 ells, which De Vos then took to the market of Oudenaarde to be sold. 
In other words, many different people were involved in the production process of this one 
piece of cloth. Moreover, the labour of these different people entered into the production 
process in different ways. Firstly there were household relations, since part of the flax was 
spun by De Vos’ wife. Secondly, there were labour relations between countrymen, since De 
Vos asked a weaver living nearby to produce the cloth for a piece wage. Finally, there were 
market relations, since part of the raw materials were bought at the weekly market of 
Schorisse. 
This paper will focus on the importance of those market relations in the production process 
of linen cloth in East Flanders. ‘Market relations’ are defined here as transactions taking place 
in real, periodic markets. Recent research has shown there was a multiplication of weekly 
village markets in Flanders between the 1780s and the 1830s.4 Based on a discourse analysis 
of the files treating these requests, it was argued that many of these new markets were 
established in response to the increasing difficulty to cope for many rural households, and that 
they were meant for the sale of small amounts of flax and yarn, next to butter and eggs. One 
problem with that approach is that the requests do not reveal anything about the function these 
markets, once established, effectively performed. 
This paper will reconstruct the function these markets effectively performed within the 
Flemish linen industry, based primarily on the linen censuses that were held in the 1840s in 
the province of East Flanders. What was their role for the distribution of raw materials, 
intermediate products and the finished product? Furthermore, the paper will reflect upon the 
evolving role of these markets through time. Did the importance of these markets change: did 
they play a role in the expansion or collapse of the industry, and did they facilitate or hinder 
the transition to other forms of commercial organisation (putting-out, factory production)? 
Paying attention to markets may help us to understand why some regions followed the 
hypothesised dynamic of proto-industrial development, while others did not: the demographic 
developments (population growth) and the economic developments (transition from 
Kaufsystem to Verlagsystem and in the end to modern factory production). In that way, this 
paper will not only attempt to provide more insight into the role of these markets in the 
                                                 
4
 W. RONSIJN, Smallholders, Spinners, Weavers and the ‘scarcity of markets’ in the Flemish 
Countryside, c. 1780-1850: Motivations behind the Multiplication of Periodic Markets, in “Rural 
History”, 25, 2014, 1, pp. 39-60. 
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Flemish rural economy, but also more generally in the functioning and development of rural 
economies and societies in Western Europe during the modern period. 
The household, the labour market or the commodity market: organising the division of 
labour within proto-industries 
The rural industries in Flanders – spinning and weaving flax – provided much of the 
empirical support for Franklin Mendels’ original model of proto-industrialisation. The 
discussion provoked by Mendel’s views, together with those by Peter Kriedte, Hans Medick 
and Jürgen Schlumbohm, led to a considerable improvement in our understanding of rural 
industries and their contribution to the demographic and industrial development of Western 
Europe in the modern period. To a large extent, much of that improvement consisted in 
showing that the functioning of rural industries was much more diverse and complex than the 
original model hypothesised.5 
The term ‘proto-industry’ refers to the production of manufactured commodities, for 
distant markets, by dispersed producers. Often, those producers were located in the 
countryside and combined their industrial activities with farming. The expansion of these 
activities, called ‘proto-industrialisation’, was linked in the original model to population 
growth, proletarianisation and impoverishment, and regional specialisation into agricultural 
and industrial areas. They paved the way for centralised manufactories and mechanised 
production, and were therefore initially considered to be the ‘first phase of the 
industrialisation process’.6 
                                                 
5
 F.F. MENDELS, Proto-Industrialization: The First Phase of the Industrialization Process, in “The 
Journal of Economic History”, 32, 1972, 1, pp. 241-261; ID., Agriculture and peasant industry in 
eighteenth-century Flanders, in European peasants and their markets. Essays in agrarian economic 
history, W.N. PARKER,  E.L. JONES eds., Princeton 1975, pp. 179-204; ID., Seasons and Regions in 
Agriculture and Industry During the Process of Industrialization, in Region and Industrialisation. 
Studies on the Role of the Region in the Economic History of the Last Two Centuries, ed. S. POLLARD, 
Göttingen 1980, pp. 177-195; P. KRIEDTE, et al., Industrialization before industrialization. Rural 
industry in the genesis of capitalism, Cambridge 1981. Overviews of the debate and later revisions of 
the model can be found in L.A. CLARKSON, Proto-Industrialization: The First Phase of 
Industrialization?, Studies in Economic and Social History, London 1985; S.C. OGILVIE, M. CERMAN 
eds., European proto-industrialisation, Cambridge 1996; R. LEBOUTTE, ed. Proto-industrialisation. 
Recherches récentes et nouvelles perspectives. Mélanges en souvenir de Franklin Mendels, Genève 
1996; J. THEIBAULT, Town, countryside, and proto-industrialization in early modern Europe, in 
“Journal of Interdisciplinary History”, 29, 1998, 2, pp. 263-272; See also the special issue on proto-
industrialisation of Continuity and Change, 8, 1993, 2. 
6
 L.A. CLARKSON, Proto-Industrialization, cit., pp. 9-10, 15-16; S.C. OGILVIE and M. CERMAN, The 
theories of proto-industrialisation, in European proto-industrialisation, S.C. OGILVIE, M. CERMAN 
eds., Cambridge 1996, pp. 1-11, 1, 4. 
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To explain the dynamic of proto-industrial development, Medick advanced the concept of 
a ‘demo-economic system’, in which both economic and demographic factors interacted with 
and mutually reinforced one another.7 In particular, emphasis was placed on the link between 
proto-industrial production and family formation. The model of proto-industrial production 
took the family as the basic unit of production, in which husband, wife and children 
cooperated with each other. Such a family could either work for its own account 
(Kaufsystem), buying its own raw materials and selling output themselves, or it could perform 
wage labour for the account of a merchant-entrepreneur (Verlagsystem or putting-out), who 
supplied the raw materials and to whom the output was delivered. 
Having a large family was thought by these scholars of proto-industries to be an advantage. 
More children meant more labour available and hence more revenues. Furthermore, in a large 
family it was possible to divide separate tasks among different members, “a simple division of 
labour” with “father weaving, mother spinning, sons assisting at the loom, daughters sewing 
or embroidering.”8 Consequently, for proto-industrial production, getting married and having 
children was both necessary and useful. Doing so at an early age was possible because young 
people required only labour-power, and did not need to wait to obtain land through 
inheritance or otherwise to start up their family. That would explain why proto-industrial 
regions were characterised by rapid population growth.9 
To a large extent, the explanatory power of the demo-economic system of proto-
industrialisation rested on the assumption that the “demands of the work-process”, the 
particular division of labour of the industry, imposed itself upon the size and composition of 
the family.10 Later research showed that there were several alternatives to the family as the 
unit of production, and that the division of labour could not only be organised within families 
(between husband, wife and children) but also between families and households. One 
possibility was that households, rather than relying on their own children for certain tasks, 
took up people (children) from other households to perform work in return for board and 
                                                 
7
 J. THEIBAULT, Town, countryside, and proto-industrialization, cit., pp. 264. 
8
 L.A. CLARKSON, Proto-Industrialization, cit., pp. 41. 
9
 Ibid., pp. 40-41; P. KRIEDTE, et al., Proto-industrialization revisited: demography, social structure, 
and modern domestic industry, in “Continuity and Change”, 8, 1993, 2, pp. 217-252, 219; ID., Proto-
industrialisation: bilan et perspectives. Démographie, structure sociale et industrie à domicile 
moderne, in Proto-industrialisation. Recherches récentes et nouvelles perspectives. Mélanges en 
souvenir de Franklin Mendels, ed. R. LEBOUTTE, Genève 1996, pp. 29-71, 30-31; S.C. OGILVIE and 
M. CERMAN, The theories of proto-industrialisation, cit., pp. 4. See also H. MEDICK, The Proto-
Industrial Family Economy: The Structural Function of Household and Family during the Transition 
from Peasant Society to Industrial Capitalism, in “Social History”, 1, 1976, 3, pp. 291-315. 
10
 P. KRIEDTE, et al., Proto-industrialization revisited, cit., pp. 223. 
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lodging. Consequently, these people did not need to set up their own family to earn a living 
from domestic industrial work, but could simply join another family. Another possibility was 
that merchant-entrepreneurs organised the work process, employing the required number of 
specialised wage labourers for one particular task, and other wage labourers for other tasks. 
As a result, it was possible to find different people within one household performing different 
tasks separately for different merchant-entrepreneurs rather than for other household 
members. In this case, “rather than the individual household organi[s]ing and carrying out an 
all-inclusive production process, individual cottage workers speciali[s]ed in narrowly defined 
tasks.”11 Here, the merchant-entrepreneurs and the people working for them would be the unit 
of production. 
Still another option to organise the division of labour, to which surprisingly little attention 
has yet been paid, is the exchange of raw materials or intermediate products, either at periodic 
markets or through informal contacts.12 There was no absolute need for merchant-
entrepreneurs to exchange materials between different producers; people could also do this 
themselves. By exchanging raw materials or intermediate products, households could perform 
one or more particular tasks within a larger production process, depending on the amount of 
labour and other assets available to them, by buying raw materials or intermediate products 
from people engaged in other tasks, and by selling their output likewise to still other people. 
In general, in the debate on proto-industries little attention has been paid to the role of 
periodic markets. Markets and market towns are considered to be the destination of the end 
product. At these markets, proto-industrial labourers sold their output if they worked for their 
own account, or they delivered it in the towns to the merchant-entrepreneur for whom they 
worked as wage labourers. Since proto-industrialisation also stimulated commercial 
agriculture (proto-industrial households being often partly but rarely fully self-sufficient in 
food, though able to buy what extra supplies they needed with their industrial revenues), the 
same markets are also believed to have been attended by the farmers and dealers who came 
from the regions of commercial farming.13 
Yet it is conceivable that markets had a more diverse function than merely to distribute 
food and receive the end products. They could also have been crucial in making a division of 
labour between households possible. That was especially the case in regions involved in 
proto-industries encompassing a complex process of production, with several intermediate 
                                                 
11
 Ibidem. See also: P. KRIEDTE, et al., Proto-industrialisation: bilan et perspectives, cit., pp. 40-42; 
S.C. OGILVIE and M. CERMAN, Proto-industrialisation, cit., pp. 234. 
12
 Clarkson indicates this possibility though: L.A. CLARKSON, Proto-Industrialization, cit., pp. 47-48. 
13
 Ibid., pp. 16. 
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products that could potentially appear at the markets separately. As this paper will show, the 
Flemish linen industry was such a case, and markets did indeed play a more elaborate role in 
the production process. 
The Flemish commercial survival economy under pressure 
Before turning to the division of labour within the Flemish linen industry, it is first 
necessary to indicate the main characteristics of the Flemish rural economy and look at the 
main agricultural, industrial and demographic developments in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. The rural economy of inland Flanders in the modern period has been described by 
Erik Thoen as a ‘commercial survival economy’, where the majority of households could only 
cope by combining subsistence production with market activities.14 By the middle of the 
nineteenth century, most holdings in inland Flanders were no more than five hectares and the 
majority were not even one or two hectares.15 Yet even these smallholdings were used for 
both arable farming and livestock rearing. Arable land was mainly, although not exclusively, 
used for basic food production, while cows, which appeared on almost all holdings larger than 
half a hectare, provided milk and butter, as well as draught power.16 
As these smallholdings were insufficient to support a household, additional sources of 
income were needed. While Jan de Vries claims that consumer aspirations for novel 
commodities were the main drive behind the expansion of proto-industries and wage labour 
during in the long eighteenth century, most households in Flanders had actually little choice.17 
For households with insufficient land for themselves, performing labour on large farms was 
one option, yet more and more households turned to spinning and weaving flax. Rising sale 
figures of cloth in the markets of Ghent and Aalst reveal that activity in the linen industry rose 
                                                 
14
 E. THOEN, A ‘commercial survival economy’ in evolution. The Flemish countryside and the 
transition to capitalism (Middle Ages-19th century), in Peasants into farmers? The transformation of 
rural economy and society in the Low Countries (middle ages-19th century) in light of the Brenner 
debate, P. HOPPENBROUWERS, J.L. VAN ZANDEN eds., CORN Publication series: 4, Turnhout 2001, 
pp. 102-157. 
15
 E. VANHAUTE, Rich Agriculture and Poor Farmers: Land, Landlords and Farmers in Flanders in 
the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries, in “Rural History”, 12, 2001, 1, pp. 19-40; ID., Ricardo in 
Flanders. Landlords and tenants in Flemish agriculture in the 18th and 19th centuries, in Landholding 
and landtransfer in the North Sea Area (late Middle Ages-19th century), B.J.P. VAN BAVEL, P. 
HOPPENBROUWERS eds., CORN Publication Series: 5, Turnhout 2004, pp. 67-85. 
16
 E. THOEN and E. VANHAUTE, The ‘Flemish Husbandry’ at the edge: the farming system on small 
holdings in the middle of the 19th century, in Land productivity and agro-systems in the North Sea 
Area. Middle Ages-20th century. Elements for comparison, E. THOEN, B.J.P. VAN BAVEL eds., CORN 
Publication series: 2, Turnhout 1999, pp. 271-296. 
17
 J. DE VRIES, The industrious revolution: consumer behavior and the household economy, 1650 to 
the present, Cambridge 2008. 
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impressively in the course of the eighteenth century.18 A considerable part of the revenues 
from farming and cottage industries ended up with the land owners, because, as Eric 
Vanhaute has shown, a considerable and rising proportion of the agricultural land was held 
under leasehold.19 
The coping mechanism of these smallholders in Flanders between the middle of the 
eighteenth and middle of the nineteenth century therefore rested on the combination of 
subsistence farming with the small scale sale of agricultural products such as industrial crops 
or dairy produce, with agricultural labour on the larger farms and/or spinning and weaving. It 
is important to highlight a number of characteristics of this coping mechanism.20 First, a small 
area of farmland, about two hectare, could suffice for a household to reach (partial) self-
sufficiency. High yields as a result of labour intensive cultivation and low grain prices around 
the middle of the eighteenth century, in addition to the introduction of the potato, made it 
possible to feed a growing population on a small area. Secondly, households combining 
agriculture with industrial work had an advantage in the land market: with their incomes from 
their industrial work, these smallholders could pay comparatively high lease prices, which 
made it more profitable for landowners to split up land for smallholders than to let large tracts 
of land to large farmers. Thirdly, households combining agriculture with industrial work 
could also accept low rates of profit in spinning and weaving, which gave Flemish producers 
their competitive edge in the international trade in linen products. 
However, in the long run this coping mechanism also led to increasing tension. It led to 
rising population densities, increased the fragmentation of holdings, and higher lease prices. 
In order to cope, the input of ever more labour was required. According to Vanhaute, this 
model of the rural society had reached its limits by the middle of the nineteenth century. 
                                                 
18
 C. VANDENBROEKE, Sociale en konjuncturele facetten van de linnennijverheid in Vlaanderen (late 
14de-midden 19de eeuw), in “Handelingen der Maatschappij voor Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde te 
Gent”, 33, 1979, pp. 117-174, 158-169. 
19
 E. VANHAUTE, Rich Agriculture and Poor Farmers, cit.; ID., Ricardo in Flanders, cit.. 
20
 C. VANDENBROEKE, Krachtlijnen van de sociale- en economische mutaties in Vlaanderen tijdens de 
proto-industriële fase, 1650-1850, in “Economisch- en Sociaal-Historisch Jaarboek”, 44, 1982, pp. 
136-144; ID., De proto-industriële en de industriële ontwikkeling van België, cit.; ID., Proto-industry, 
cit.; E. VANHAUTE, 'So worthy an example to Ireland'. The subsistence and industrial crisis of 1845-
1850 in Flanders, in When the potato failed. Causes and effects of the 'last' European subsistence 
crisis, 1845-1850, C. Ó GRÁDA, et al. eds., CORN Publication Series: 9, Turnhout 2007, pp. 123-148, 
123-130; E. VANHAUTE and T. LAMBRECHT, Famine, exchange networks and the village community. 
A comparative analysis of the subsistence crises of the 1740s and the 1840s in Flanders, in 
“Continuity and Change”, 26, 2011, 2, pp. 155-186; D.A.G. VANNESTE, Rural economy and indigence 
in mid-nineteenth-century Belgium, in “Journal of Historical Geography”, 23, 1997, 1, pp. 3-15. 
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When this looming structural and industrial crisis met with a harvest crisis in the mid-1840s, 
the regions most deeply involved in the linen industry were among those hardest hit. 
Apart from these long-run mechanisms, developments in Flemish rural society in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries cannot be understood without also considering 
developments in relative prices, because these could either accelerate or slow down certain 
aspects of those long-run mechanisms. Attention to price developments has somewhat faded 
in Flemish historiography since the work of Chris Vandenbroeke. In particular the terms of 
trade between prices of linen products on the one hand and of agricultural products on the 
other hand are important (see Graph 1). Linen prices on the one hand were comparatively 
high around the middle of the eighteenth century, but gradually declined from the 1780s 
onwards. As the linen industry faced increasing competition from mechanised cotton 
production abroad, particularly in the 1820s and 1830s, Flemish artisanal producers had no 
other recourse than to accept further reductions in their profit rates. Agricultural prices on the 
other hand followed a different path. They were comparatively low in the middle of the 
eighteenth century, but rose rapidly afterwards to reach a peak in the late 1810s. They 
collapsed in the mid-1820s, but quickly recovered and again peaked by the 1850s and 
1860s.21 
These developments adversely affected linen producers both directly and indirectly. Linen 
producers were affectedly directly, because the rise in the prices of food (cereals) and raw 
materials (flax) was not compensated by a rise in the price of linen products, leading to 
declining profit margins. Linen producers were also affected indirectly, through the influence 
of these developments on the lease market. Around the middle of the eighteenth century, 
landowners probably preferred to let their land to households living partly by spinning and 
weaving, not only because of the high level of linen prices but also because of the low level of 
agricultural prices at that time. Under those circumstances, more could probably be gained 
from the land by letting it to spinners and weavers than by exploiting it directly. Depressed 
agricultural prices therefore also contributed to the expansion of the linen industry in the 
eighteenth century. A similar situation briefly occurred during the mid-1820s. It was during 
that decade that Van den Bogaerde, the district commissar of Sint-Niklaas in the east of 
Flanders, where the domestic linen industry was all but absent, wrote an essay on the industry 
to stimulate it in his district. Among other things, he suggested landowners to exercise 
                                                 
21
 Apart from Graph 1, see also: C. VANDENBROEKE, Sociale en konjuncturele facetten, cit., pp. 144-
148; ID., Prijzen en lonen als sociaal-economische verklaringsvariabelen (14de-20ste eeuw), in 
“Handelingen der Maatschappij voor Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde te Gent”, 36, 1982, pp. 103-139, 
119-126. 
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influence on their tenants to start weaving. Moreover, he also claimed that ‘a proprietor 
around Aalst letting some fields will never neglect to ask whether the [candidate] tenant is a 
weaver, in which case to give preference to him, since in that case he is assured the land rent 
will be paid to him.’22 Such a preference for tenants who were also weavers presumably 
existed in the middle of the eighteenth century as well. This accelerated the fragmentation of 
holdings and rural population growth. Consequently, since the terms of trade between 
agricultural and linen prices were favourable for the latter products, many households had the 
prospect of obtaining access to land to form a holding of their own, to be used mainly for 
subsistence agriculture and paid with the income from spinning and weaving, and this induced 
more people to remain living in the countryside. This significantly reduced the push many 
country dwellers felt to migrate to nearby towns and was the main drive, according to 
Vandenbroeke, behind the rapid population growth in the proto-industrial areas of Flanders in 
the eighteenth century.23 
It is doubtful if weavers were still preferred over other possible tenants when agricultural 
prices again rose and linen prices lagged behind. Access to land probably became more 
difficult, not only because the rising population density created more competition on the land 
market, but also because rising agricultural prices made farming households more interested 
in cultivating more land themselves. It is important to keep in mind that such farming 
households, who obtained their main income from farming rather than from cottage 
industries, still held most of the farmland. In 1846, in the district of Oudenaarde in the core 
area of the linen industry, 73 per cent of all holdings was smaller than two hectare, but they 
only held about 17 per cent of the farmland. Conversely, holdings larger than five hectare 
only made up 11 per cent of all holdings, but occupied about 59 per cent of the land.24 Rising 
agricultural prices made farming households better able to offer higher lease prices, in 
contrast to spinners and weavers suffering from declining prices. For the latter, access to their 
own holding was only possible by working harder and producing more, leading to a further 
rise in total output until the 1830s, but there were limits to how far this could be stretched. It 
                                                 
22
 A.J.L. VAN DEN BOGAERDE, Proef op de aanmoediging en uitbreiding der linnenweveryen in Oost-
Vlaanderen, gevolgd van de tienjarige optelling van al de op de markten van Oost-Vlaanderen 
verkochte lynwaden, Gent, [1826], pp. 36, 55. 
23
 C. VANDENBROEKE, Prijzen en lonen, cit., pp. 141-143; ID., Le cas flamand : évolution sociale et 
comportements démographiques aux XVIIe-XVIIIe siècles, in “Annales. Économies, Sociétés, 
Civilisations”, 39, 1984, 5, pp. 915-938, 929-935; ID., Proto-industry, cit., pp. 105-110. 
24
 No exact figures can be given of the area held by holdings of certain sizes. Holdings below two 
hectare held between 9 and 26 per cent of the area, those above five hectare held between 52 and 65 
per cent. Agriculture recensement general, 1846, Bruxelles, 1850. 
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is conceivable that the fragmentation of holdings slowed down as a result. The demographic 
expansion in the countryside slowed down after the 1770s or 1780s, although a ‘rural exodus’ 
did not yet follow.25 
 The division of labour in the Flemish linen industry 
The linen industry in Flanders was characterised by a complex process of production 
involving different intermediate products. In the production process of linen cloth, four stages 
can be distinguished, successively resulting in scutched or crude flax, combed or heckled flax 
(with tow as a by-product), yarn and finally cloth.26 First, the harvested flax needed to be 
prepared for further processing. After harvest, it was dried, threshed and retted. Threshing 
removes the seeds, retting loosens the fibres, which are used for spinning, from the straw. 
When retting was completed, other actions to remove the fibre from the straw included 
breaking and scutching. The end result was scutched or crude flax. Secondly, the crude flax 
was heckled or combed. Heckling straitens the flax fibres and removed impurities. The 
process of heckling resulted in two products: heckled flax on the one hand, tow on the other 
hand. Tow was an inferior by-product of heckling, which could still be spun and woven, 
resulting in yarn and cloth of lower quality.27 After the flax was heckled, it was ready for 
further processing. In the final two stages, it was spun and woven. Heckled flax was spun into 
yarn on a spinning wheel, and afterwards, the yarn was woven into cloth on a loom. 
In part, this division of labour also had a regional component within Flanders. All stages of 
the production process, from growing flax to producing cloth, were performed in inland 
Flanders, in particular in the southern and central regions. However, Mendels already noted 
that in the east of Flanders, the regions of Dendermonde and Sint-Niklaas, large volumes of 
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flax were grown which were also prepared for further processing, but which were hardly spun 
or woven locally.28 
Based on the linen censuses and the agricultural census, held during the 1840s at the 
municipal level, an even more elaborate spatial pattern can be distinguished (see Maps 1 
through 7).29 Within Belgium, the core area of the linen industry was situated in inland 
Flanders, with extensions into the north of Hainaut and the west of Brabant. Within the core 
area, out of every 100 inhabitants, about 5 or 6 wove and about 20 or 25 spun, although not all 
of them did so full-time. Participation in the linen industry was highest in the district of Tielt 
(see Table 1). 
The division of labour within the linen industry was also gendered. Spinning was generally 
a female occupation, weaving a male occupation. In general, the output of four or five 
spinners was required to supply one weaver with yarn.30 That optimal balance was rarely 
reached at the municipal level, making it unlikely it was also reached at the household level 
(see Map 6). There tended to be a deficiency of spinners in most municipalities of the core 
area of the linen industry, i.e. the region around Tielt and the left bank of the Scheldt. Yet this 
area was encircled by a band of municipalities which tended to have a surplus of spinners, 
particularly the regions around Kortrijk and Lokeren. The picture was less straightforward on 
the right bank of the Scheldt in the south of East Flanders. There was a deficiency of spinners 
near Aalst and Geraardsbergen, but in the area between those towns and Oudenaarde, there 
were many municipalities with a surplus of spinners. 
The flax-growing region in the northeast can clearly be distinguished from the rest of 
Flanders (see Map 7). In this area, between the towns of Sint-Niklaas, Lokeren and 
Dendermonde (the Land of Waes and of Dendermonde), about ten per cent of the area under 
cultivation was devoted to the production of flax, which was more than was required for the 
modest number of spinners and weavers working there. A much smaller proportion of the 
cultivated area was devoted to flax in the south of the province, resulting in an outspoken 
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industry, cit., pp. 188. 
29
 PROBE, Province East Flanders 1830-1850, 3019-3021. 
30
 P. KINT, Prometheus aangevuurd door Demeter, cit., pp. 356; D. LAMARCQ, Een kwantitatieve 
benadering van de arbeidsparticipatie in de vlassektor. Het Land van Aalst (1738-1820), in 
“Handelingen der Maatschappij voor Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde te Gent”, 36, 1982, pp. 139-177, 
141, 149; H. COPPEJANS-DESMEDT, De Gentse vlasindustrie vanaf het einde van de XVIIIe eeuw tot 
de oprichting van de grote mechanische bedrijven (1838), in “Handelingen der Maatschappij voor 
Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde te Gent”, 22, 1968, pp. 179-202, 180; J.L. VAN AELBROECK, 
Werkdadige landbouw-konst der Vlamingen, verhandeld in zes samenspraken tusschen eenen grond-
eigenaar in zijnen pachter, Gent, 1823, pp. 292. 
14 
 
 
 
regional divide regarding the production of flax in East Flanders. In the region on the left 
bank of the Scheldt and around Tielt, there was no such outspoken divide. More flax was 
grown in the municipalities bordering the Lys river, but in general there was also more flax 
grown locally in this part of Flanders. 
The results of the linen and agricultural censuses of the 1840s show a clear regional 
division of labour in the linen industry in Flanders, requiring an exchange of raw materials 
and intermediate products between these regions. How could this exchange be organised? In 
general, people involved in the linen industry in Flanders worked for their own account, 
which means that merchants-entrepreneurs only rarely organised the division of labour by 
putting out different tasks to different workers. Other possibilities were exchanging labour 
and commodities between households, either informally or at periodic markets. Recent studies 
on Flemish rural society have focused on the informal exchange of labour and commodities 
between countrymen, but the function of these markets has scarcely been investigated.31 
Different commodities related to the linen industry were effectively exchanged at periodic 
markets, not only the finished products but also intermediate products. Not only did Jospeh 
De Vos, in the example given above, buy flax at the market of Schorisse, such flax, next to 
tow, scutched flax, heckled flax and yarn were also sold every week at the market of 
Oudenaarde.32 
 Rural industries and marketplaces 
What was the position of periodic markets in the commercial organisation of the Flemish 
linen industry? Ideally, that question would be addressed by considering trade volumes of all 
relevant commodities at every market where they appeared. With the exception of linen cloth 
(East and West Flanders) and flax (East Flanders) which have been published for the main 
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market places in the 1840s, such data unfortunately do not exist. There are a few exceptions, 
to which we will turn later. An alternative approach consists of simply looking which markets 
existed and whether they were effectively used by the people involved in the linen industry. 
For that purpose, the required information is available for the province of East Flanders. 
Which markets existed in that province has recently been reconstructed for the period between 
1750 and 1900.33 Whether these markets were used by people involved in the linen industry 
can be found in the linen censuses held in the same province in the course of the 1840s.34 
During the linen censuses of 1843 and 1846 in East Flanders, each municipality was asked 
to indicate which markets were used for the sale and/or purchase of flax, yarn and/or cloth. In 
the 1846 census, there were two separate questions asking municipalities to indicate firstly, in 
which markets weavers sold their cloth and secondly, in which markets spinners sold their 
yarn. In the 1843 census, municipalities were asked at which markets flax and yarn were 
bought and cloth was sold. Unfortunately, since this information was asked within the same 
question, not all municipalities in 1843 made a distinction between the two types of markets: 
those for the purchase of flax and yarn and those for the sale of cloth. 
The results from these enquiries are shown in Maps 11 through 13. Many municipalities 
indicated several markets, resulting in a fairly complicated pattern. To display these 
overlapping market areas as clearly as possible, each municipality was connected by a line 
with the market place to which it referred. For clarity, this was only done for those market 
places which were referred to by three municipalities or more. Market places only mentioned 
by one or two municipalities therefore do not appear on these maps. One drawback of this 
approach follows from East Flanders being composed of a multitude of small municipalities 
in the south and a smaller number of larger municipalities in the north, which influences the 
results displayed on the maps: the lines are much denser in the south than in the north. A few 
municipalities made further distinctions (by type of cloth, by season, or by trade volume), but 
here these are not considered separately. It should also be added that the commodities were 
not always bought from or sold at the market places of the indicated towns and villages, but 
this could also happen at shops or the homes or depots of merchant-entrepreneurs operating 
there, as was mentioned by a few municipalities. Map 13, using the data from 1843, only 
displays the indications from those municipalities where they clearly refer to the purchase of 
flax and yarn only. 
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Regarding linen cloth (Map 11), this trade was clearly dominated by a comparatively small 
number of markets, in which large numbers of pieces of cloth were transacted and with large 
catchment areas.35 Among the main markets within the province were Ghent, Oudenaarde and 
Aalst. Only few other markets were listed besides the main linen markets for which trade 
volumes were published in the 1840s (compare with Map 8). Several market places from 
surrounding provinces also drew cloth from East Flanders, in particular the market of Tielt 
which was the largest linen market in Flanders at that time. Next to these large markets, there 
were a handful of smaller markets with modest trade volumes, such as Deinze, but also 
Lokeren which drew its cloth from a comparatively large area containing few weavers. All of 
these were urban markets, with the exception of Zottegem. 
The trade in yarn reveals an entirely different picture (Map 12). The same markets 
reappear that dominated the linen trade, but in the yarn trade they are clearly not as dominant. 
A few other markets, in particular Zottegem and Ninove, occupied prominent positions. In 
addition, there was a large number of village markets, with small catchment areas, which 
nested themselves in between the larger urban markets. That was the case in the south of East 
Flanders, more or less between Aalst and Oudenaarde, and in the border area between East 
and West Flanders, more or less between Ghent and Tielt. Several markets outside East 
Flanders also attracted yarn from the province, but these were still located close to the border. 
In general, the trade in yarn appears much more localised than the trade in cloth, taking place 
in a multitude of small-scale markets with much smaller catchment areas. 
Finally, still another pattern appears for the markets from which flax and yarn was bought 
(Map 13). Again, there was a large number of village markets which only supplied a small 
area with flax and yarn. In addition, however, only a few markets had a very dominant 
position: especially Lokeren and Ghent, and to a lesser extent Zottegem and Aalst. These 
were undoubtedly the markets through which the raw material from the flax producing area in 
the northeast (the Land of Waes) was distributed to the villages in the south of East Flanders, 
where comparatively less flax was grown. In addition, many villages possibly also bought 
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yarn from the market of Zottegem, being located in a region with a relative surplus of 
spinners. Besides these markets, some villages also received flax (and perhaps yarn) from 
markets located rather far outside the province, namely Ath and Mechelen. 
These different markets were not always visited by the producers involved in the linen 
industry. Sometimes, intermediaries either carried commodities to the markets or bought them 
from the markets to distribute them in the more remote villages. Reinoud Vermoesen has 
recently argued that an important function of the larger farmers owning horses was to 
transport part of the commercial output of fellow villagers to the markets.36 In addition to 
these large farmers, so-called kutsers also performed an important function as small-scale 
product peddlers, travelling the countryside, both supplying the rural population with flax and 
yarn and supplying the markets and the linen merchants in the towns with cloth.37 In both the 
linen censuses of 1843 and 1846, a number of villages mentioned that cloth was not only 
carried to the markets, but also bought by kutsers at the home of the weavers, while it was still 
on the loom. Almost all of these villages were located in the region of Tielt and on the left 
bank of the Scheldt.38 In some villages also yarn was sold to these travelling peddlers.39 
Kutsers also bought flax from the market in Lokeren to sell it in the south of East Flanders, or 
supplied yarn to weavers.40 These larger farmers and kutsers, as go-betweens for extra-
regional trade networks on the one hand and local producers on the other hand, possibly 
performed an important role in coordinating the production process. 
Clearly, whether or not by the intermediary of large farmers and kutsers, periodic markets 
had a more diverse function within the commercial organisation of the Flemish linen industry 
than merely receiving the final product, linen cloth. The trade in cloth was dominated by a 
comparatively small number of markets with large catchment areas. Yet besides these 
dominant markets there was also a dense network of small-scale markets dealing in flax and 
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yarn. Since there were many of these markets, and many municipalities referred to them, their 
function cannot have been negligible. 
Looking at the origin of the village markets, it appears that many of them were fairly 
recent establishments. Between 1780 and 1850, many new market places were established in 
East Flanders.41 Still, not all of these new markets were successful. Markets such as those of 
Denderhoutem (established 1837) or Sint-Maria-Horebeke (established 1839), whose requests 
were clearly motivated by the needs of the linen industry, are not mentioned in the linen 
censuses. In total, Maps 11 through 13 indicate 27 different market places within the province 
of East Flanders, either for the sale of cloth and yarn, or for the purchase of flax and yarn. Of 
these markets, 11 were held in the towns, where in addition to Zottegem most of the cloth 
trade took place.42 Of the 16 remaining village markets, only 6 can be considered ‘ancient’ 
markets, 9 were comparatively new (most of them established in the 1820s or 1830s), and 
there was one village which did not officially have a market yet.43 Consequently, in East 
Flanders the market trade at small, local markets therefore seems to have expanded in the 
1820s and 1830s. That the town of Ninove, where a market had been held for centuries, 
established a separate yarn market in 1837, also supports that conclusion.44 
Compared to the trade in linen cloth at the main cloth markets, trade volumes in flax and 
yarn at the urban and village markets were very small. Trade volumes in flax and yarn can be 
given for two urban markets in East Flanders and three village markets in West Flanders (see 
Table 2). We assume these village markets in West Flanders were also representative of 
similar markets in East Flanders, although the sale of flax and yarn was declining there, which 
seems contrary to the evolution in East Flanders, where new village markets were established 
for this purpose. According to the data, the trade in flax and yarn encompassed about a few 
hundred kilograms per week, and there were no substantial differences in this regard between 
the village and urban markets. The weight of flax or yarn sold was only about 1/10th or 1/20th 
of the weight of the cloth sold every week in Ronse and Oudenaarde. It should also be taken 
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into account that a considerable loss of weight occurred while processing scutched flax into 
cloth: 1.000 kg. of cloth required at least about 1.250 or 1.330 kg. of scutched flax.45 
However, it should also be taken into account that the number of markets dealing in these 
fairly small volumes of flax and yarn was much larger than the number of markets dealing in 
cloth. Taking 7 as the number of important linen markets in East Flanders (the markets for 
which trade volumes were published, see Map 8), and taking 27 as the number of markets in 
East Flanders where flax and/or yarn were sold (the markets indicated in Maps 11 through 
13), there were almost four flax and/or yarn markets for each important linen market. That 
consideration again leads to the conclusion that the trade in flax and yarn at periodic markets 
was not negligible. Based on the available data, it is possible to make the (very rough) 
estimation that, of the cloth sold at the linen markets, potentially up to 40 per cent of the 
material of which it was composed could have appeared earlier at one or another market in the 
shape of yarn.46 Still, this figure should be considered as a high estimate and needs to be 
interpreted with the necessary caution. 
Rural industries and informal exchange networks 
It is clear that in East Flanders in the 1840s periodic markets had an important function in 
distributing raw materials and intermediate products for the linen industry. Still, their 
importance at that time was fairly new, or had at least expanded recently: many of the small 
village markets had been established only a few decades earlier. How do these markets fit 
within the larger commercial organisation of the linen industry in Flanders, and why did their 
numbers expand between the late eighteenth and the middle of the nineteenth century? 
In the example of Joseph De Vos, given in the introduction, market relations were only one 
way in which the division of labour was achieved. Next to market relations, there were also 
labour relations between countrymen and household relations. These different relations in 
which either labour or commodities were exchanged were not only a feature of this particular 
example, but were common in Flanders. 
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To understand how they functioned within the rural economy of Flanders in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, it is necessary first to describe the social structure of Flemish rural 
society. In certain earlier studies of Flemish rural society, perhaps too much emphasis is 
placed on the predominance of smallholders. Smallholders were indeed in the majority by far, 
but next to them there was also ‘a significant minority’ of large farmers.47 In addition, a 
further distinction can be made among smallholders, between households with small and with 
miniature holdings. Evidently, households with almost no land or at most a miniature holding 
of about half a hectare, lived and worked under different circumstances than households 
operating a holding of about two or three hectares. The latter can be considered to be 
smallholders properly speaking, whereas the former should rather be called cottagers. The two 
groups lived different lives.48 
Such a distinction between smallholders and cottagers is made by Van Aelbroeck in his 
treatise on Flemish agriculture and rural economy which appeared in the 1820s. As Van 
Aelbroeck described, smallholders tilled their own holdings, but had time to work for the 
large farmers as well, or sent their children to work for the large farmers, in return for which 
the latter provided them with services such as ploughing. When they were not working on the 
land, tending to the animals or doing housekeeping, or when the weather was bad or during 
winter, these people operated their spinning wheels or their looms. For them, the linen 
industry was a part-time activity, complementing the work on their own holding and that of a 
large farmer.49 Consequently, these smallholders were only intermittently active in the linen 
industry, as they used their spinning wheels and looms only to fill in the ‘dead moments’. 
Possibly, these smallholders mostly processed the flax they grew themselves. 
However, besides these smallholders, there were the people with no land, only a house and 
at best a small garden plot. According to Van Aelbroeck, in some parts of Flanders the 
number of such people had become ‘incredibly large’. Spinning and weaving was often the 
main, if not the only occupation for them. Since they had little or no land to till for 
themselves, the linen industry provided them with a full-time activity, although they also 
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worked as agricultural day labourers for the large farmers when the occasion arose.50 
Consequently, these cottagers were much more deeply involved in the linen industry than the 
smallholders. Furthermore, with little or no land for themselves, these cottagers needed to 
obtain their supplies, either flax or yarn, elsewhere. 
For the cottagers, one option to obtain the necessary materials was to buy them at the 
markets. Van Aelbroeck explained that many of them started with the proceeds from the sale 
of one piece of cloth, with which they bought scutched flax. That flax was then heckled, spun 
and woven into a new piece of cloth, then sold in the market, and a new cycle started. This 
went on continuously, from the beginning of the year till the end. Another option for these 
cottagers, besides the weekly markets, was to buy standing flax from large farmers on credit, 
to be repaid after nine months. This flax was harvested, prepared and processed by them, to be 
finally sold as cloth, and only when the cloth was sold did they have to pay their debt to the 
large farmer for the flax. 
Van Aelbroeck continued by emphasizing that, among both the smallholders and cottagers, 
there were often households with women who spun but no men to weave, or vice versa. In 
other words, the optimal balance of four or five spinners to one weaver was rarely found at 
the level of the household. Van Aelbroeck mentioned two solutions to overcome the 
imbalance. Firstly, many spinners sold their yarn at the markets to weavers. Secondly, many 
of the cottagers also wove, spun or heckled as day labourers in the service of both 
smallholders and large farmers, besides the agricultural work they sometimes performed for 
them.51 The market relations and labour relations found in the example of Joseph De Vos in 
1843 were therefore common. 
Such exchange relations are also mentioned in the linen censuses of the 1840s. Apart from 
exchange at the weekly markets, certain municipalities also mentioned the sale of standing 
flax by farming households or the exchange of labour (spinners and weavers) between 
households. For example, large farmers in Sint-Blasius-Boekel and Sint-Denijs-Boekel in the 
district of Oudenaarde, like in other villages, grew flax which they sold by public auction 
while it was still standing in the field.52 In addition, Grimminge in the district of Aalst also 
included spinners from other villages in the 1840 census, because many families took a 
                                                 
50
 Ibid., pp. 290-291; GENERAL PUBLIC RECORDS OFFICE (GPRO), Jointe des administrations et des 
affaires des subsides, 606: passim (sale of standing flax mentioned for Elst, Rozebeke and Sint-
Blasius-Boekel). 
51
 See also J.L. VAN AELBROECK, Werkdadige landbouw-konst, cit., pp. 131-132. 
52
 PROBE, Provincial archives East Flanders 1830-1850, 3019: Sint-Blasius-Boekel, Sint-Denijs-
Boekel; also: 3020: Edelare, Elsegem, Gottem, Grammene. 
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spinner from neighbouring municipalities into their house during a part of the year. Similarly, 
Poesele included weavers in the 1846 census who lived with farming households, perhaps as 
farm servants, and who wove in wintertime.53 
However, from the comments of several municipalities, it is also clear that by the 1840s, 
these exchange relationships were under stress, as a result of the declining profitability of the 
linen industry and the growing debts among the households most deeply involved in it. 
Regarding the sale of standing flax on credit, Sint-Martens-Leerne in the district of Ghent 
observed in the census of 1843 that weavers with no land of their own could hardly obtain 
flax anymore, because ‘they were ruined’ and were ‘no longer recognised as creditworthy by 
the large farmers.’54 Similarly, in Heusden in the same district, labourers preparing flax could 
no longer earn an income from this activity; ‘they were full of debts’ and ‘had lost all 
credit.’55 Instead of selling their flax to local cottagers overburdened with debt, many large 
farmers in the late 1830s and the 1840s sold their scutched flax at the public markets or their 
standing flax to English merchants.56 
Also the exchange of labour between households suffered. When the profit margins in the 
linen industry dropped, cottagers were less likely to be employed, as farm servants or 
otherwise, by smallholders or larger farmers to spin or weave. For example, the 
administration of Wieze in the district of Aalst commented in the 1843 census that people 
who farmed also used to weave and had their flax spun for them by a spinner working for a 
daily wage, but now, people who had an income from farming wove less, and as a result many 
spinners became unemployed or earned a very meagre wage if not just their board.57 Clearly, 
as the decline of the linen industry progressed, some of these local exchange networks also 
began to disintegrate, an evolution that caused the cottagers to suffer the most.58 
Consequently, the collapse of the linen industry broke many of the economic ties between 
the smallholders and larger farmers on the one hand and the (almost) landless cottagers on the 
other hand. For long, the partial involvement of farming households in the linen industry 
                                                 
53
 PROBE, Provincial archives East Flanders 1830-1850, 3019: Grimminge; 3021: Poesele; also: 
3019: Poeke; 3020: Amougies, Russeignies, Sint-Martens-Lierde. 
54
 PROBE, Provincial archives East Flanders 1830-1850, 3020: Sint-Martens-Leerne. 
55
 PROBE, Provincial archives East Flanders 1830-1850, 3019: Heusden. 
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 Enquête sur l’industrie linière. Rapport de la commission, cit., pp. 364; PROBE, Provincial archives 
East Flanders 1830-1850, 3019: Herdersem; CITY ARCHIVES OUDENAARDE (CAO), Modern archive, 
Correspondence: Letter 09.11.1839; Gazette van Audenaerde, 30.01.1842, p. 2, 1st column; 
17.04.1842, p. 2, 3rd column, p. 3, 1st-2nd column; 03.07.1842, p. 2, 2nd column (2 articles). 
57
 PROBE, Provincial archives East Flanders 1830-1850, 3020: Wieze; also: 3020: Ophasselt, 
Zarlardinge. 
58
 See also Enquête sur l’industrie linière. Rapport de la commission, cit., p. 363-366. 
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complemented and supported the deeper involvement of the cottagers. Yet without the partial 
involvement of farming households, who reoriented their activities towards agriculture, the 
cottagers were left on their own. The latter, as a result, came to rely more on formal 
institutions to cope. One example of this was the greater reliance on public institutions for 
poor relief, as was recently shown by Eric Vanhaute and Thijs Lambrecht.59 In addition, 
industrial aid committees were established in many municipalities in the 1830s and 1840s to 
take over some of the functions performed by the disintegrating informal exchange networks. 
One of the functions of the industrial committees, sometimes also performed by public 
institutions for poor relief, was to supply raw materials which the poor could no longer obtain 
on credit.60 With these institutions, farming households could still sell their flax, and spinners 
and weavers could still obtain flax on credit, while the risk of non-repayment was passed on 
to public administrations. In the 1846 linen census, nine municipalities mentioned that yarn 
was also delivered to these committees, which either sold it to local weavers or delivered it to 
prisons, where the inmates wove.61 The establishment of weekly markets for the sale of flax 
and yarn should be seen in the same light. 
The existing ties between cottagers and the broader economy were further disturbed by the 
introduction of mechanically spun flaxen yarn, but at the same time new exchange networks 
were formed. In the course of the 1830s, the production of mechanically spun yarn made great 
progress, creating additional problems for spinners. Soon, imports of English mechanical yarn 
into Belgium rose exponentially, reaching a temporary maximum in 1838.62 Domestic 
production of mechanical yarn rose as well. As a result, the price of manual yarn dropped, 
while weavers increasingly switched to the cheaper mechanical yarn, which was often of 
better quality as well.63 According to the census of 1843, the use of mechanical yarn was 
particularly widespread in the district of Aalst, where its use was reported in more than 40 per 
cent of all municipalities.64 
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 L. SCHEPENS, Van vlaskutser tot Franschman, cit., pp. 53; G. JACQUEMYNS, Histoire de la crise 
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The introduction of mechanical yarn brought about a reorganisation of the linen industry, 
at least for those who remained involved. While the majority of those active in the linen 
industry were independent workers in the eighteenth and the first quarter of the nineteenth 
century (even if they sometimes worked for other households nearby), weavers gradually 
became dependent workers, within the system of travail à façon or putting-out.65 This process 
began in the late 1830s and was accelerated in the 1840s by the increasing use of 
mechanically instead of manually spun yarn. Weavers, instead of using manually spun yarn 
produced by their wives, daughters or neighbours, or yarn bought at local markets, were 
supplied by merchants with mechanically spun yarn. 
One of the consequences of this reorganisation was that trade volumes of cloth recorded at 
the public markets declined, not only because total production declined, but also because of 
the rise of travail à façon. Indeed, when sending the records of trade volumes of cloth sold at 
public markets to the Minister of Interior in 1860, the governor of East Flanders warned the 
minister that the markets were no longer as indicative of the importance of the linen industry 
as they had been before. According to the governor, markets were supplied by isolated 
weavers, working for their own account. Yet fewer and fewer weavers had been working for 
their own account since the introduction of travail à façon, whereby domestic weavers would 
work for a wage agreed on beforehand, and receive their yarn from an entrepreneur.66 The 
remaining weavers became domestic wage labourers, and no longer needed to sell their cloth 
in the markets, since it already belonged to the merchant-entrepreneur for whom it was 
produced. 
To conclude, the growing importance of markets for the Flemish linen industry can be 
linked to the disintegration of the existing networks through which either labour or 
commodities were exchanged. Weekly markets, i.e. formal institutions for commodity 
exchange, were establish not just because they might have been more efficient (more nearby 
markets could reduce costs for transportation and for searching information), but also because 
the alternative, the existing informal exchange networks, became more difficult to access for 
many producers deeply involved in the linen industry. As a result of the declining profitability 
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of spinning and weaving, many of its practitioners became indebted which made it difficult 
for them to obtain the necessary flax on credit, or to find employment as spinners or weavers 
in the service of other households. Further disturbances in the existing exchange networks 
were caused by the introduction of mechanically produced yarn. New markets appear to have 
been a feature of this final stage of the linen industry. They were established to permit the 
people who remained active in the linen industry to acquire flax or yarn, and to dispose of 
their output. However, in the long run these new markets were unable to prevent the collapse 
of the Flemish linen industry. Several of the markets that were established later disappeared 
together with the industry.67 
Conclusion 
Households living in the countryside and involved in cottage industries did not operate in 
isolation from each other, carrying out the complete process of production themselves, only to 
deliver the final product to a merchant-entrepreneur or to sell it in the nearest market town. 
On the contrary, households often performed only particular aspects of the production 
process, depending on the means of production and the amount of labour, time and skills 
available to them. Those steps were not attuned to each other at the level of the household: 
some households produced more raw materials or intermediate products than they could 
process themselves, or vice versa. In response, households exchanged either labour or 
commodities among each other, giving rise to a complex division of labour between 
households, rather than within households. 
In exchanging commodities among households, periodic markets had an important role. 
Next to merchants and informal exchange networks, the importance of periodic markets for 
the exchange of raw materials, intermediate products and the final output, cannot be denied, 
and they were a crucial element in enabling the division of labour in rural industries. In the 
1840s, the linen industry of rural Flanders relied on a limited number of large markets for the 
sale of cloth, the final product, but also on a dense network of smaller markets where flax and 
yarn were exchanged. Trade at the latter markets was small, but the number of them was quite 
large. Still, by the 1840s the importance of these small markets had expanded rather recently. 
As it became more difficult to make a living from spinning and weaving flax due to foreign 
competition and deteriorating terms of trade between linen products and agricultural products, 
the older, more informal exchange networks of commodities and labour between rural 
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households also deteriorated. In response, the households that remained deeply involved in 
the linen industry relied more on formal exchange mechanisms such as markets, of which 
many were newly established between the 1780s and 1830s. 
These markets are another mechanism by which the production process of rural industries 
and the corresponding division of labour could be unlinked from family formation. As such, 
they provide an alternative explanation why the demographic dynamics of the original model 
of proto-industrialisation were not always observed. They can also be seen as a means by 
which proto-industrial workers could maintain their independence, instead of becoming wage 
labourers working to order of a merchant-entrepreneur. With a market held in one or another 
village or town nearby on almost every day of the week, they could market their output and 
buy the necessary input without losing too much of their time. As such, they may have 
delayed the shift to the Verlagsystem. 
In the long run, these markets did not save the linen industry in Flanders from its final 
collapse. In that sense, these markets were very efficient, since they did not keep an unviable 
method of production alive, with all the consequent hardships for those households whose 
livelihoods depended on that method of production. Consequently, the case of Flanders 
provides support for the conclusion that efficient market institutions by themselves are 
insufficient for the rise of trade. There is little use for efficient markets in the absence of 
demand for commodities that could be traded at those markets. 
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Graph 1. Prices of wheat, flax, butter and cloth, 1721-1907 
 
Prices of wheat, flax and butter from the market of Sint-Niklaas, prices of linen cloth for Flanders in 
general. Prices of wheat in francs per hectolitre, of flax and butter in francs per 10 kg, and of cloth in 
francs per 10 ells. 
All prices for Sint-Niklaas based on: W. RONSIJN, De donderdagmarkt van Sint-Niklaas, 1720-1900. 
Een reconstructie van meer dan anderhalve eeuw prijzen en handelsvolume, in "Annalen van de 
Koninklijke Oudheidkundige Kring van het Land van Waas", 115, 2012, pp. 111-156. 
Except for flax prices Sint-Niklaas between 1797 and 1809: CADASTRAL ARCHIVES GHENT, Expertise 
file Lokeren, also in PUBLIC RECORDS OFFICE BEVEREN-WAAS, Cadastre of East Flanders, 55 (same 
prices used by the cadastral administration for other places in Flanders, here adjusted to represent the 
prices of flax sold in Sint-Niklaas). 
Except for wheat and butter prices Sint-Niklaas between 1901 and 1907: K. VAN REMOORTERE, De 
landbouw op de Wase Hoge Landen in de 19e eeuw (1794-1914) (unpublished licentiate thesis, Ghent 
University, Eric Vanhaute,  2002), pp. 398 
Prices of linen cloth based on: C. VANDENBROEKE, Sociale en konjuncturele facetten van de 
linnennijverheid in Vlaanderen (late 14de-midden 19de eeuw), in "Handelingen der Maatschappij voor 
Geschiedenis en Oudheidkunde te Gent", 33, 1979, pp. 117-174, 145 
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Tab. 1. Spinners and weavers per 100 inhabitants in East and West Flanders, by district 
(1840) 
Region  Weavers Spinners Spinners per weaver 
Province West Flanders 3,8 15,2 4,0 
District  Bruges 2,0 9,0 4,6 
 Kortrijk 4,7 18,4 3,9 
 Diksmuide 4,8 17,8 3,7 
 Veurne 0,2 0,6 3,1 
 Ostend 0,7 4,3 6,5 
 Roeselare 5,6 23,4 4,2 
 Tielt 9,4 30,9 3,3 
 Ypres 0,7 6,8 9,5 
Province East Flanders 4,2 15,7 3,7 
District Aalst 6,3 22,4 3,5 
 Oudenaarde 6,8 24,0 3,5 
 Eeklo 5,1 19,4 3,8 
 Ghent 4,1 15,3 3,7 
 Sint-Niklaas 0,4 4,5 11,3 
 Dendermonde 2,2 8,4 3,8 
 
Based on: Enquête sur l’industrie linière. Rapport de la commission, Bruxelles, 1841, Annexe 14. 
 
Tab. 2. Average weekly trade volumes, ca. 1835-1845 
 
Market Flax (kg.) Tow 
(kg.) 
Yarn 
(kg.) 
Cloth 
Scutched Combed Total pieces kg. 
(appr.) 
Village markets (West Flanders) 
 Waregem   [1] 77  [1] 346 [1] 23 690 
 Dottignies   [1] 508  [1] 510   
 Staden   [1] 115  [1] 38 - - 
Urban markets (East Flanders) 
 Oudenaarde [2] 477 [2] 94 [2] 570 [3] 775 [2] 646 [2] 203 6.090 
 Ronse   [4] 398   [2] 309 9.270 
 
[1] Ca. 1835-1840 
[2] Average 1841-1844 
[3] Average 1838-1839 
[4] Average 1842-1844 
Based on:  
- Waregem, Dottignies and Staden: PUBLIC RECORDS OFFICE BRUGES, Provincial archives West 
Flanders, 3d department, 490-01 (Overview Dottignies, 25.04.1840; Overview Waregem, 26.04.1840; 
Overview Roeselare, 20.05.1840 (Staden)). 
- Oudenaarde: W. RONSIJN, De donderdagmarkt van Oudenaarde, 1750-1900: een reconstructie van 
anderhalve eeuw prijzen en handelsvolume, in "Handelingen van de Geschied- en Oudheidkundige 
Kring van Oudenaarde", 49, 2012, pp. 3-45. 
- Ronse: Mémorial administratif Flandre orientale, Exposé, Gand, 1843 (tome 54): p. 158-159 (data 
for 1842), 1844 (tome 56): p. 180-181 (data for 1843), 1845 (tome 58): p. 165-166 (data for 1844). 
- One piece of cloth: ca. 30 kg., according to: B. PLUYMERS, De Belgische industriële produktie 1811-
1846: Reconstructie van een databank van de fysieke produktie en de bruto-toegevoegde waarde, 
Workshop on Quantitative Economic History Research Paper: 92.01, Leuven 1992, pp. 44. 
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Map 1. Number of spinners per 100 inhabitants in Belgium, by district or province 
(1840) 
 
 
 
By province for Limburg and Luxemburg, by district for all other provinces. Based on: Enquête sur 
l’industrie linière. Rapport de la commission, Bruxelles, 1841, Annexe 14. Population data: HISSTAT 
and POPPKAD, Ghent University. 
Map 2. Number of weavers per 100 inhabitants in Belgium, by district or province 
(1840) 
 
 
By province for Limburg and Luxemburg, by district for all other provinces. Based on: Enquête sur 
l’industrie linière. Rapport de la commission, Bruxelles, 1841, Annexe 14. Population data: HISSTAT 
and POPPKAD, Ghent University. 
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Map 3. Number of spinners per 100 inhabitants in East and West Flanders, by municipality (1840/43) 
 
 
 
Based on: West Flanders (situation 1840): PUBLIC RECORDS OFFICE BRUGES, Provincial archives West Flanders, 3d department, 490-01; East Flanders 
(situation 1843): PUBLIC RECORDS OFFICE BEVEREN-WAAS, Provincial archives East Flanders, 1830-1850, 3020. Population data: HISSTAT and 
POPPKAD, Ghent University. 
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Map 4. Number of weavers per 100 inhabitants in East and West Flanders, by municipality (1840/43) 
 
 
 
Based on: West Flanders (situation 1840): PUBLIC RECORDS OFFICE BRUGES, Provincial archives West Flanders, 3d department, 490-01; East Flanders 
(situation 1843, number of flax weavers): PUBLIC RECORDS OFFICE BEVEREN-WAAS, Provincial archives East Flanders, 1830-1850, 3020. Population data: 
HISSTAT and POPPKAD, Ghent University. 
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Map 5. Proportion of households having the linen industry as their main sources of income in East and West Flanders, by municipality 
(1840) 
 
 
 
Legend: 1.00 = 100 per cent. Based on: West Flanders (situation 1840): PUBLIC RECORDS OFFICE BRUGES, Provincial archives West Flanders, 3d department, 
490-01; East Flanders (situation 1840, including, next to spinning and weaving, the preparation of flax): PUBLIC RECORDS OFFICE BEVEREN-WAAS, 
Provincial archives East Flanders, 1830-1850, 3019. Population data: HISSTAT and POPPKAD, Ghent University. 
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Map 6. Number of spinners per weaver in East and West Flanders, by municipality (1840/43) 
 
 
 
Based on: West Flanders (situation 1840): PUBLIC RECORDS OFFICE BRUGES, Provincial archives West Flanders, 3d department, 490-01; East Flanders 
(situation 1843, number of flax weavers): PUBLIC RECORDS OFFICE BEVEREN-WAAS, Provincial archives East Flanders, 1830-1850, 3020. 
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Map 7. Proportion of the area under cultivation occupied by flax in East and West Flanders, by municipality (1846) 
 
 
 
Legend: 1.00 = 100 per cent. Based on: Agriculture recensement général, 1846, Bruxelles, 1850 (data provided by HISSTAT and POPPKAD, Ghent 
University). 
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Map 8. Trade volumes at the main linen markets in Flanders, 1841-1845 
 
 
 
Average trade volumes for 1841-1845. Based on: É. SABBE, De Belgische Vlasnijverheid. Deel 2: Van het verdrag van Utrecht (1713) tot het midden van de 
XIXe eeuw, Kortrijk 1975, pp. 630. 
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Map 9. Trade volumes at the main linen markets in East Flanders, 
1821-1825 
 
 
 
Average trade volumes for 1821-1825. No cloth was sold before 1821 in 
Deinze and before 1822 in Wetteren. Based on: A.J.L. VAN DEN BOGAERDE, 
Proef op de aanmoediging en uitbreiding der linnenweveryen in Oost-
Vlaanderen, gevolgd van de tienjarige optelling van al de op de markten van 
Oost-Vlaanderen verkochte lynwaden, Gent, [1826], pp. 70. 
Map 10. Trade volumes at the main flax markets in East Flanders, 
1842-1845 
 
 
 
The market of Ghent is notably absent from these data. Based on: Mémorial 
administratif Flandre orientale, Exposé, Gand, 1843 (tome 54): p. 159 (data 
for 1842), 1844 (tome 56): p. 181 (data for 1843), 1845 (tome 58): p. 166 
(data for 1844), 1846 (tome 60): p. 272 (data for 1845). 
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Map 11. Destination (market places) of linen cloth from East Flanders (1846) 
 
 
 
Based on: PUBLIC RECORDS OFFICE BEVEREN-WAAS, Provincial archives East Flanders, 1830-1850, 
3021. 
Map 12. Destination (market places) of yarn from East Flanders (1846) 
 
 
 
Based on: PUBLIC RECORDS OFFICE BEVEREN-WAAS, Provincial archives East Flanders, 1830-1850, 
3021. 
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Map 13. Origin (market places) of flax and yarn for East Flanders (1843) 
 
 
 
Based on: PUBLIC RECORDS OFFICE BEVEREN-WAAS, Provincial archives East Flanders, 1830-1850, 
3020. 
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